W
hen thinking about the future, people tend to envision dramatically advanced technology, architecture that resembles something from another planet, and social norms that have shifted in radical ways-all of it vivid, dynamic, and exciting. What people don't realize is that the story they tell themselves about the future actually has rules. The mind applies these rules to ensure that people arrive at a future they want and can believe in. For most people, the rules don't change. Although a person's vision of the future may appear different because the mind is using diverse inputs-such as time, place, people, contexts, and trends-the rules that were used to See www.computer.org/computer-multimedia for multimedia content related to this article.
Six Insights about Science Fiction Prototyping
Over the years, the practice of science fiction prototyping (SFP) has really taken off; we've chronicled many of these activities in this column. One place we hadn't yet visited is the California College of the Arts (CCA) in San Francisco, where I teach a strategic foresight class in the Design MBA (DMBA) Strategic Foresight program. As part of the class, students use SFP as a tool for helping organizations explore and prepare for alternative futures in a practical yet idealistic way. For this column, I invited students to share their impressions of and experiences working with SFP.
SCIENCE FICTION PROTOTYPING
"format" those inputs remain the same, ensuring the desired result. As emergent strategic foresight practitioners in CCA's DMBA program, we're cultivating tools to shift the entrenched ideas people have about the future. As part of our strategic foresight work with Brian, we're learning to leverage SFP to inform the innovation process. SFP's narrative format is especially effective for this, as it appeals to the imagination and allows people to be more receptive to new ideas. We had the unique opportunity to apply SFP to a global children's art supply brand: each student developed a science fiction prototype to explore and inform not only the future of the brand and product, but also the future of the product's relationship with its customers. During this process, we uncovered six core insights that helped us create our stories of the future.
UNBUNDLE TO BUNDLE
Although SFP is all about the potential of the future, for me it was like stepping back into childhood. The realm of possibilities is wide open, and mundane actions become stimulating and exciting in a world not yet realized. There's a familiarity based on the world we know and live in now, along with a sense of wonder of what could be. Unlike simple fantasy, however, SFP is also grounded in known trends, existing and expected technology, and anticipated societal norms.
Instead of a total collapse or a spectacular transformation, the future possibilities we depicted through SFP were a blend of several types of scenarios such as growth, transformation, constraint, and collapse. Some aspects of society may collapse, and some may transform, grow, or be constrained. Using environmental, societal, technological, and trend inputs across scenarios created a much richer prototype. Breaking apart these groups of inputs (or unbundling them) into specific and targeted applications is precisely what SFP is about in my experience. Unbundled inputs can then be used for specific purposes in storytelling and in SFP. This isn't only a great way to tell stories, but also a reality of modern life.
-Alida Draudt
DESCENDING INTO THE GREAT ABYSS
Diving into the great unknown of SFP is very much like spelunking. You might have a topographical map, flashlights, climbing gear, and a hunch about the discoveries you'll make in the darkness, but the cave itself is an unknown abyss. We've all been exposed to science fiction in some facet of culture. We have preconceived ideas that make us think of Star Wars or Star Trek. But what does it mean to actually create science fiction and tell the story to an audience? What does it mean to enter the cave? Our own experience is a controlled environment, and this shapes our perspective. SFP gives you permission to break the boundaries of time and space, and opens a portal to magic and wonder that you might not have thought possible. I struggled with how far down the cave I could go. But with SFP, you need to go farther than you would ever expect. While imagining climbing slowly down the cave, you can stop along the way and pay closer attention to the details. I didn't observe the details around me as much as I do now after using SFP. Although the stories are set in the future, we're still human; we have our senses and experiences to create stories that can help us understand ourselves better.
-Gregory Stock
CHANGING RULES THAT SHIFT OR DIRECT PERSPECTIVE
When producing a strategic perspective about the future, most of us immediately begin mentally preparing to encapsulate and communicate our thinking in outlines or PowerPoint slides with insight, answers, and plans through "sticky" sound bites and salient bullet points: how do I move my audience from here to there? Not only is this pre-formatted mindset limiting your thinking as you explore what might be possible, it's also limiting the thinking of the person you're handing the strategic perspective to. When you present someone with a list of bullet points, his or her mind slips into "absorb topline information mode": he or she immediately wants to know the facts and the overview. The amalgamation of science fiction and prototype gave me the freedom to get farther out on the "exponential curve," and gave me permission to take a radical new approach in thinking about the future. Because it's science fiction, the rules are different. The rules actually say, "Bend the rules, combine disparate things, anything is possible-just create something fantastic, original, and exciting." As a result, I felt encouraged to turn my imagination loose in new directions, to reach for connections from the fringes, to explore things I would normally dismiss, and to invite dialogue where previously there was none. Engaging in this process enabled me to proceed unbounded by all the traditional constraints, mechanics, and mental filters that I normally apply.
-Jonjozuf Hadley
As emergent strategic foresight practitioners, we're cultivating tools to shift the entrenched ideas people have about the future.
EMOTIONAL, FICTIONAL, HUMAN
The beauty of using SFP lies in the freedom of pushing science and technology forward without constraints. It allows us to paint a picture of the future that is evocative and entertaining, that captivates our audience and allows them to visualize themselves as a functional member of a future society. Through SFP we can deliver information and future scenarios that can otherwise be difficult to explain and comprehend by applying a lens of fiction that appeals to human emotion. It's through this emotional appeal and the classical story arc that we're able to reel in readers, pulling them out of their day-to-day activities and into these potential worlds. As humans we're essentially hardwired to mimic the emotions exhibited by the characters in a narrative, and in doing so, we can begin to understand the implications that we as humans will have on technology, and vice versa.
-Leticia Murray
WHY SCIENCE FICTION?
We're incredibly informed by science fiction. How many times have you heard someone question our rate of technological change by asking, "Why don't we have hoverboards yet?" Of course, this is a reference to the movie Back to the Future Part II, where characters in 2015 use levitating skateboards to get around town. Although this question may be tongue-in-cheek, and we've advanced in many other ways, it's still somewhat disappointing that this technology hasn't been realized. A Bay Area startup is actually working on a hoverboard; although it's limited to traversing surfaces covered in copper, the technology has more ambitious objectives, including protecting the structural support of buildings that might be subjected to severe earthquakes. No matter what the function of this technology ends up being, it's reasonable to conclude that science fiction played a role in its conception and execution. Science fiction planted the seed of what could be possible. SFP isn't designed to predict which technologies will exist in the future, but it helps us explore potential outcomes. Take, for example, Star Trek. Several of the technologies depicted in the television series and movies are now in their incipient stages. Others are still far off, or might be beyond the scope of possibility. Although science fiction can get it right, there are also examples of technological advancements that lead to unpredictable, rare, and high-impact "black swan" events. For example, early science fiction didn't really touch on the concept of social media. In some ways, we may be more interconnected through social media in today's reality than some of the protagonists of early science fiction were. This isn't to discredit the art of SFP as a tool of envisioning the future; it merely highlights the idea that some technologies can still surprise and mystify us with their unexpected emergence.
-Ryan Hogan
STORYTELLING THE FUTURE
SFP has the ability to explain the most difficult concepts. Recently, my team was working on an ambitious and ambiguous project: The Future of Public Housing, Uberized. While my mother was visiting, I tried to explain the project to her. I described the four scenarios we'd created and the concept of uberization, which gives people access to excess through a program that tracks and gathers personal data while managing to create a culture of trust. My mother is incredibly smart, but she looked at me as if I were speaking another language: "Uber what?" My explanation was going nowhere, so I pulled up the presentation and read her the four science fiction stories that were paired with our scenarios. Then she understood it: she felt the despair in one scenario, and the hope and optimism in another. Not only did she understand our concepts and scenarios, she was also engaged and we were able to discuss the project at length. By writing science fiction stories for each scenario, our concepts were brought to life in a clear and very human way.
-Julia Rose West W hen using SFP, you're given permission to change the rules, shift your perspective, and travel to entirely new and unexpected futures. The very act of reading a narrative sparks your imagination, enabling you to be receptive to unique, unorthodox, and even challenging ideas or assumptions. SFP isn't only a hugely effective way to share perspectives about the future, but it also opens new channels of dialogue and engagement. It's a journey well worth taking.
